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Abstract
The present contribution is an attempt to understand the conditions that impede some households and
social groups in securing a decent livelihood by drawing on ‘purported' facilitating institutions. It is
generally agreed that access to livelihood assets is negotiated through institutions. However, the way in
which these institutions operate in everyday practice and in specific contexts is less well understood.
The four case studies presented here there- fore analyse how customary norms and state regulations
work. The article argues that a deeper understanding of the working of institutions, which in turn
influence who is excluded from and who is entitled to access a particu- lar livelihood asset, also
provides a bridge to evidence-based development support. 
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Meager assets, inaccessible markets, and scarce job opportunities 
lock people in material poverty. That is why promoting opportuni-
ty – by stimulating economic growth, making markets work better 
for poor people, and building up their assets – is key to reducing 
poverty. :RUOG%DQN
/DFNRIDVVHWVKDVEHFRPHDNH\IDFWRULQH[SODLQLQJSRYHUW\DQGWKXVWKH













[Creating assets] is only part of the story. In a world where political 
power is unequally distributed and often mimics the distribution 
of economic power, the way state institutions operate may be par-
ticularly unfavourable to poor people. [...] Poverty outcomes are 
also greatly affected by social norms, values, and customary prac-
tices that, within the family, the community, or the market, lead 
to exclusion of women, ethnic and racial groups, or the socially 
disadvantaged. That is why facilitating the empowerment of poor 
people – by making state and social institutions more responsive 
to them – is also key to reducing poverty. :RUOG%DQN

























RI WULEDO JURXSV LQ.HUDOD ,QGLD WR DJULFXOWXUDO H[WHQVLRQ VFKHPHV DQG
DFFHVVRIYDULRXVVRFLDOJURXSVWRIRUHVWUHVRXUFHVLQ3DNLVWDQ
18.2 The case studies











































Actually we are Muhmand [a Pathan tribe], we are very strict, and 
we don’t allow women to be educated. It is a sense of shame for 
us. If someone does this, other villagers consider it bad; they con-






























































































































































H[FHSWLRQDOO\ZHOO+H RZQHG D FRZ DQG D FDOIZKLFK KH KDG UHFHLYHG
WKURXJKDGHYHORSPHQWVFKHPHLPSOHPHQWHGE\WKHORFDOpanchayatpan-
chayat LV D ORFDOO\ HOHFWHG JRYHUQPHQW ZLWK FRQVLGHUDEOH ILQDQFLDO DQG
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[...] we are poor people and we cannot survive without wood, but 
the Forest Department imposes restrictions on us while for the 
wealthy people there is no problem at all.
[...] we have to use firewood during winter otherwise our children 
will die of cold. We also have to use wood to repair our roofs because 
during the winter heavy snowfall badly damages our houses. But 
these governmental employees consider the forests as their prop-
erty and not only demand money from us but also allow the rich 
people and outsiders to cut trees just for a few hundred rupees.
[...] the timber smugglers are influential and they can give money 
to the Forest Department but I don’t have enough money even to 
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